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Editorial
HALO OLGETA
NI SA BULA
TSI BONG BONG
BONA MALANA
TĒNĀ KOUTOU
TĀLOFA LAVA
MĀLŌ E LELEI
KAM NA MAURI
DINA NAMONA
Ua fuifui fa’atasi ae sa vao ‘ese’ese – We come together from different parts
of the forest. Oceania Now gathers new writing on contemporary visual
culture by arts practitioners from across the Moananui a Kiwa, Kiwa’s Great
Ocean. This third publication of new writing is made possible through
the support of the Centre for Cultural Diversity and Wellbeing at Victoria
University. The Oceania Now publication accompanies the Symposium,
Community Day and Visual Arts programming of the Contemporary Pacific
Arts Festival, held at the Footscray Community Arts Centre in Boon Wurrung
and Wurundjeri Country.
Drawing on archives, museum and gallery collections and social relational
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Indigenous Māori and Tolai epistemologies, Kirsten Lyttle and Lisa Hilli each
delineate decolonial viewing and activating practices for the taonga, bilas
or treasures of our ancestors. Cecilia Kavara Verran soothes the traumas of
displaced belonging through immersion in the intellectual and aesthetic
practices of First Nations and Inuit art education environments in Turtle Island.
Salote Tawale and Eric Bridgeman query the politics of place through artistas-branding, embodied interventions and autoportraiture.
The contemporary Moananui/Pacific arts sector is growing steadily and
critically in Australia, Aotearoa New Zealand, in Turtle Island and across
each archipelago. Now is a perfect time to be making, presenting, thinking,
debating, and developing work that speaks to the specific and the universal.
The inaugural Aunty Sana Balai Award for Creative Excellence will this year
be awarded to an outstanding Moananui/Pacific arts practitioner or arts
worker, solidifying the development and recognition avenues available to the
Moananui/Pacific arts sector in Australia.
I would like to pay homage to Aunty Sana Balai for her ongoing, long service
and commitment to our communities here and across the region. Her
dynamic work in the community, scientific, mining, cultural heritage, gallery
and museum sectors has seen her support many arts practitioners in their
growth. She has achieved significant change through more than ten years
as Assistant Curator, Indigenous Art, with a focus on Art of the Pacific, at the
National Gallery of Victoria. Nigan toana Aunty Sana!
Points of discussion, departure, journeys and arrivals, the writing in Oceania
Now invites you to consider and activate multimodal appraisals of Moananui/
Pacific contemporary practice in Australia and across our world.
Ia manuia le soifua,
Léuli Eshraghi
Editor, Oceania Now Publication
Contemporary Pacific Arts Festival
Narrm Melbourne,
Paenga-whāwhā April 2015
Léuli Eshraghi, Sāmoan and Persian peoples, is an artist, curator and PhD
candidate in Curatorial Practice at MADA. His practice is centred on connection
to place, indigeneity, memory and erasure, body sovereignty, and multilingual
plurality. Léuli holds qualifications in Indigenous Arts Management and Cultural
Studies. He was Tautai Trust Artist in Residence 2015. leulieshraghi.com
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Regenerating Pacific Cultural Identity
Lisa Hilli
This article is an edited version of a presentation given at the Global Perspectives
on the Museum session, College Art Association Annual Conference, New York,
February 2015.

The effect of colonialism upon Pacific peoples during the 18th century
impacted greatly upon the material culture of the Pacific region. As new
European customs were introduced, indigenous cultural frameworks were
broken down. This caused the abandonment and discarding of knowledge
and practice of historical crafts and cultural customs associated with each
particular culture. A middi or shell collar as it is referred to by museums, was
one such object relevant to the Tolai 1 people that became devalued and
destroyed through colonial and missionary impact. The Pitt Rivers Museum
cites that, “as early as 1906, a visitor to New Britain noted that these collars
were no longer made, and that a collector would have to be lucky to obtain
one in good condition, and only for a high price.” 2 It is believed that these
collars, worn by Tolai men, were imbued with magic and worn across the
chest as a form of armour or protection. The only middi that remain today are
stored in museums outside of Papua New Guinea.
In 2010, I came across several Tolai middi during a guided visit of the Pacific
collections led by cultural collections officer Taloi Havini at the Australian
Museum in Sydney. It was a powerful and profound experience. Established
3

in 1827, “the Australian museum holds approximately 60,000 ethnographic
objects from Melanesia, Polynesia and Micronesia.” 3 Prior to this experience,
I had no knowledge of museums being the keepers of vast and rich Pacific
material culture, let alone objects associated with my heritage. This initial and
overwhelming experience of entering a space where Pacific objects are held
within a museum and being able to reconnect with a culturally significant
object, has been pivotal in my understanding of how intertwined colonial and
religious impact within the Pacific region was, with the significant development
and establishment of a Western institution; the museum.
In 2012, I initiated a mentorship at the Australian Museum to specifically
research Tolai middi. This included photographically documenting several
middi held at the Australian Museum, obtaining archival images of Tolai men
wearing what appears to be a body adornment similar to middi and following
a historical paper trail of collectors who spent a significant amount of time
amongst the Tolai people in East New Britain. The historical documentation
of middi is limited to the place of origin, cultural group, date collected and
the collector’s name. What I realised during this mentorship is how opposed
museum and collecting culture value systems are to Pacific customs and
cultural practices. Museum categorisation processes and display systems derender many artefacts of their original cultural value, context and significance,
and are valued more so for their aesthetic. Within Pacific cultures, it’s not
about how beautiful an object is; emphasis and cultural lore place high value
on practicing, performing and displaying our customs and rituals correctly.
Something else that I also realised during this mentorship is that my history
of Tolai culture is not recorded or prioritised.
Through the pursuit of a Masters in Fine Art by Research, an integral part of
my research methodology is the inclusion of Tolai people living in Papua New
Guinea and Australia, whose voices and perspectives are rarely recorded in

1.

2.

3.

The Tolai are a large cultural group who reside on the Gazelle Peninsula in the island
province of East New Britain, Papua New Guinea. As a matrilineal society, land
ownership and descendance are traced through women. The spoken language is
Kuanua, meaning ‘the real language’. There are several differing dialects of Kuanua
within the Gazelle Peninsula region. Rabaul is the capital of East New Britain and is a
Tolai word referring to mangroves. Rabaul was the former colonial capital of Deutsche
Neuguinea or German New Guinea. During this era the island was referred to as Neu
Pommern or New Pommerania. Post World War I, the British renamed it New Britain.
Pitt Rivers Museum, Body Arts, Warrior’s shell collar, viewed 28 October 2013
http://web.prm.ox.ac.uk/bodyarts/index.php/body-arts-and-lifecycles/adulthood/98warriors-shell-collar.html.
Pieta, Dion, Australian Museum Pacific Collections, viewed 29 November 2014
http://australianmuseum.net.au/australian-museum-pacific-collection
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academia. I intend to repatriate all of the documented imagery and research
of my mentorship at the Australian Museum and many other images of Tolai
material culture from various museums in Australia. I have also used these
documented images of middi held in museums to teach myself in remaking a
middi, which will be utilised as a tactile reference during research participant
interviews. To help me understand the context and relationship this object
has with the body I intend to photograph members of the Tolai community
wearing this body adornment. This repatriation and re-contextualisation
process has already begun in Australia.
During the making of this middi, I acquired the definition of what the word
middi means. Aware of my experience and physical reaction to seeing this
object in a museum, I purposely worked on this object in my mother’s home
where it would be visible to elicit a discussion about it with members of the
small Tolai community living in Brisbane, Australia, who would often drop in to
visit. An elder Tolai woman and man shared the following with me; the word
middi means to thread or weave a pattern. They also said that middi is a word
from the old language. I interpreted this as a word from one of several dialects
in Tolai language that were used prior to European contact. Discovering the
definition of this word reinforced and affirmed my indigenous methodology
and research approach. Completing this middi took many laborious hours,
and upon completion I felt as though I was finally able to understand and
communicate with this historical object through my hands.
This is one example of the power of material culture reactivated through
culturally relevant people. There is a wealth of untapped knowledge in many
objects held in historical collections and the way to extract that is through
people who are culturally connected or associated with artefacts held in
museums. Speaking at the Rooms for Thought: Radical Uses of Museum
Collections Symposium, Justin Paton curator and head of International Art
from the Art Gallery of New South Wales argued that “a major concern for
gallery and museum collections is an under utilised one.” 4 There is enormous
potential for Pacific communities to access and utilise museum collections,
as a cultural resource to repatriate customs, knowledge and identity. One
successful example of alternate uses of museum collections is the Pacific
Youth Reconnection Project, a working partnership between the Australian
Museum and the New South Wales Department of Juvenile Justice. The
project aims to enable ‘at-risk’ young people from Pacific communities to
interact and reconnect with culturally significant artefacts. 5 Led by Dion Pieta
and Thelma Thomas who are both of Pacific Islander heritages, the Pacific
Youth Reconnection Project was given recognition on behalf of the Australian
Museum in the Australian Crime and Violence Prevention Awards in 2013.
5

Point Six of the International Council Of Museums (ICOM) Code of Ethics states
that, “Museums work in close collaboration with the communities from which
their collections originate as well as those that they serve.”6The general majority
of Pacific art exhibitions, permanent and temporary, displayed in galleries
and museums around the world present Pacific cultures as being archaic and
antiquated. Pacific cultures are vibrant, ever-evolving, living cultures not to
be preserved in the past. The current general public displays of our material
culture in major institutions constitute an injustice to the representation of
Pacific peoples who live within and beyond the Oceanic region. Museum
exhibits and interpretations of Pacific art need to reflect contemporary living
communities of Pacific peoples. The way to do this is through developing
ongoing relationships with Pacific peoples and communities.
Pacific Islander peoples have the ability and inherent knowledge of how to
breathe new life into old histories, and renew and adapt Pacific customs
and cultures. Museums that hold Pacific material culture need to have
Pacific people as both staff members, and in reference groups to consult
with and work in partnership with museums. The benefits of this are a winwin for everyone as it provides a vital two-way link for museums and Pacific
communities. Especially when it comes to navigating culturally taboo
objects. Like most indigenous peoples, Pacific Islanders come with a ‘cultural
backpack’, a set of culturally conditioned sensitivities that most museum staff
need to learn more about.
Historically, museum exhibits, collections and archives of Pacific culture have
always been a space that is ‘about’ Pacific peoples. I would like to see the museum
as a space that is ‘for’ Pacific peoples. I foresee the future role and purpose of
museums that hold Pacific collections being a potentially rich site and space for
community and organisational partnership projects that showcase the visibility
of Pacific cultures and diaspora today. I also visualise the museum as a space
that supports projects that engage and connect Pacific peoples with their
heritage to help create greater social cohesion. This is particularly important
for Pacific Islanders who experience cultural and intergenerational breakdown
due to economic or environmental migration reasons. Furthermore, art and
education programs could be incorporated into curricula for Pacific youth who
are statistically ranked low in educational attainment.

4.
5.

6.

Paton, Justin, closing lecture, Rooms for Thought: Radical uses of museum collections
symposium, Monash University Museum of Art, 29 October 2014.
Pacific Youth Reconnection Project, Australian Museum Blog, viewed 29 November
2014, http://australianmuseum.net.au/blogpost/science/pacific-youth#sthash.XUVV
m036.AwPOa1IK.dpuf
International Council Of Museums Code of Professional Ethics, 2013, pp 10
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Worimi Australian Indigenous woman Genevieve Grieves was the former lead
curator of the First Peoples exhibition at Bunjilaka Aboriginal Cultural Centre
at Melbourne Museum. This progressive and exemplary indigenous exhibit was
a long and culturally informed process with the Yulendj Knowledge group of
Elders and community sharing knowledge, histories and gifts that contributed
to an astounding presentation of Victorian Aboriginal cultures inclusive of
colonial history. “Attendance to the museum increased by thirty percent after
the exhibit opened, a figure the Melbourne Museum doesn’t even get for it’s
blockbusters.” 7 Genevieve speaks to the difficulties in charting new terrain
through creating the exhibition; it “was challenging to make in many, many
ways, not just in terms of deadlines and pressures but also because staff had
to engage in deep listening. They had to shift their working practices to create
new and culturally appropriate ways of working which helped ultimately to
create something beautiful… Decolonisation is not a simple task. It requires
dominant cultures to deconstruct, to shift and emerge anew.” 8
Initially I mourned the loss and role that middi had in Tolai society. The fact
that they remain is to be celebrated and renewed. Middi are no longer limited
to the strict confines of a singular culture. Through my art and research, I
want to incorporate and reflect the history of how middi came to exist in
museums and beyond. It’s not just my Tolai history that exists in this object,
it’s a shared history with many other cultures. That’s what museums can be in
my perspective, a space to share culturally.

Lisa Hilli, Tolai people, is a contemporary artist and current candidate in the
Masters of Fine Art by Research at RMIT University, Melbourne, Australia. She
is one of few active Melanesian women artists in the world, who are creatively
researching and responding to Pacific collections through artistic practice and
postgraduate research. lisahilli.com

7.

Grieves, Genevieve, Working in Partnership with Aboriginal culture, Arts Hub,
viewed 22 January 2015, http://visual.artshub.com.au/news-article/features/
museums/working-in-partnership-with-aboriginal-culture-246875?utm_
source=ArtsHub+Australia&utm_campaign=aa8d640ed1-UA-828966-1&utm_
medium=email&utm_term=0_2a8ea75e81-aa8d640ed1-302136805

Image credit
Pearson Vetuna, Tabunatip Clan, Tolai people (Recontextualising Middi into the
Contemporary), Middi made and photographed by Lisa Hilli on Wurundjeri Country,
Narrm Melbourne.
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The Trauma of Belonging
Cecilia Kavara Verran
I’m constantly on the search for different understandings of diaspora; the
dispersion of people from their original homeland. The more factors, or boxes
you tick, the more complex the identity or access to those identities can
become.
I’ve grown up estranged from my cultural practices, language and land. My
ability to access them is systematically blocked because of a number of ongoing
issues. First of all I’m coming up against geographical isolation, adoption and
mental illness. This has all ultimately led to painful disconnectedness from my
mother and her extended family in Uritai, Gulf Province, Papua New Guinea.
There is a great sorrow when access to culture has been taken away by the
hangovers of colonisation. These are ongoing, brutal and vast:
Death
Poverty
Estrangement
Abandonment
9

Isolation
Violence
Trauma
You may experience an indescribable cultural dysphoria.
As children of diaspora, some of us want to go ‘home’. More than anything we
want to understand where we come from. So we can truly know how sacred
our bodies and cultures are. Maybe I can’t explain these concepts correctly
within the parameters of English – and there is an obvious reason for that.
I wanted to go ‘home’. I thought I wouldn’t know who I was until I was there,
standing on that country. It is a significant feeling being on the land your
ancestors have walked across for centuries. I felt like my chest might explode.
We want to go home so we can have the realisation of belonging. Perhaps
there has been an absence we’ve endured all our lives. In many cases only to
discover that there is no belonging. A belonging that we imagined, fantasised
about, or needed to envision as an end. To our great despair, there are perhaps
no answers, finality, closure. There are only feelings, and not the ones we were
hoping for. Things could be more broken than you ever imagined.
And then I started to think maybe for some of us the places we come from
don’t exist anymore. Either they don’t exist physically, emotionally, spiritually,
culturally or they don’t exist for us know them in this time. So what does this
mean for us, as indigenous people dislocated from our lands and cultures?
Mourning your losses, but looking ahead. Because elders, teachers, aunts,
uncles, brothers and sisters will find you when you least expect them to.
In the August of 2013 I went on exchange to Concordia University in Montréal,
Canada; Kahnawáˀkye territory, Turtle Island. I took a course in postcolonial
art studies with Heather Igloliorte, of the Inuit people, Nunatsiavut Territory of
Labrador, who is an Assistant Professor of Aboriginal Art History.

“Heather’s teaching and research interests center on Inuit and other Native
North American visual and material culture, circumpolar art studies,
performance and media art, the global exhibition of Indigenous arts and
culture, and issues of colonization, sovereignty, resistance and resilience”. 1
Studying with her had a huge impact as I learned of her research areas and
their resonance with my practice and thinking. I had finally found academic

1.

Associate Professor Heather Igloliorte profile, see www.concordia.ca/finearts/arthistory/faculty.html?fpid=heather-igloliorte
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structures and texts around the specific elements of white supremacist
critique and decolonisation processes. I felt validated in my knowledge
as I usually had my hand up to answer questions, and I usually knew the
answers! There had been an ongoing void in my university education on
Indigenous approaches to art and art history that was finally filled.2 It was
also really encouraging to see that my work was relevant and engaging
audiences over there as well. I hope to collaborate with Heather and exhibit
work over there this year.

Cecilia Kavara Verran, Toaripi people, is an artist and DJ working in printmaking
and queer-determined cultural spaces. She spent a year in Montréal, New York,
San Francisco studying Aboriginal art history, and working with First Nations,
Black and Queer People of Colour groups, including participating in the
Aboriginal Curatorial Collective’s colloquium iakwé:iahre in late 2014.3

2.
3.

The Aboriginal Art Research Group is a student and teacher body formed to promote
the study of Indigenous art in Turtle Island/North America, see http://aarg.ca
See the Aboriginal Curatorial Collective website for colloquium proceedings,
www.acc-cca.com

Image credit
Cecilia Kavara Verran, Unlearning History Series, 2013, Screen print on paper, 48 x 70 cm.
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Embodying Becoming
Eric Bridgeman and Salote Tawale
Eric Bridgeman and Salote Tawale are multidisciplinary artists working in
photography, video, performance and installation. In their conversation on
10 March 2015, Bridgeman and Tawale discuss performance, art making
processes, transnational cultural enquiry, and autoportraiture within their
respective practices.

ERIC BRIDGEMAN: There is a certain autobiographical ingredient to your
performance and photomedia works. How important is it for your body, as
the artist, to have a presence in the work?
SALOTE TAWALE: It’s really important. My practice begins with embodiment.
I’m looking at the values within a society that I participate in, so my body
is really contingent in that, my race, ethnicity, and gender and how these
dimensions are valued in Australian society. Early video performance works
were just about restaging pop-cultural events and experiences in my life.
Re-making them with my Anglo/Pacific face and body.
EB: In terms of embodiment, would you say that you assume the role of
storyteller within your work?
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ST: Absolutely. The story is made up of my experiences, but not necessarily
a linear story. It’s really like pulling those stories apart and looking at ideas
central to those stories. I really see a sense of embodiment in your works too.
What about your process?
EB: Well, regardless of how my work is perceived, the work carries an emotional
weight that comes from within. I’m quite an emotional person. I brought
up storytelling because like you, I draw a lot from personal experience,
from romance through to trauma. I place these stories and energies into
my works, wrap them up and present them. But not too often am I totally
conscious of what is going into them, usually it is the viewer who will pick
up on the details, whether they be charged with political issues or not. I like
to believe that I work with poetics rather than politics. Sometimes I am just
heartbroken or recovering from a crisis.
ST: Yeah, that’s the nature of embodiment. It’s just a part of you, these things
we make work about. But I really love what you just said, you’re an ‘emotional
person’. I do feel that it’s not just about picking apart identity and going, oh
I’m going to do a work about sexuality. It has to feel right. Emotions are a
strong starting point.
EB: I guess that’s why we’re different from advertising companies that will
pick a theme and work towards a campaign with a target audience. Our
work has to be much more fluid because it is tied with your emotions.
ST: It’s interesting that you say advertising, because I think advertising tries to
pull at our emotions. Its job is to make you feel like you need something to
be a certain type of person in society. I just did this work where I colonised
West Space gallery with objects to represent me and I also used colours
to brand myself. I think there’s this idea where you almost try to fit in to a
certain demographic. But when you’re not represented in the advertising
campaign for that demographic, I think there’s a place to play with ideas of
embodiment. Where you can critique national identity or anything that’s a
part of Australian social values.
When I first saw your work, especially in the Campbelltown show Towards
the Morning Sun curated by Keren Ruki, those video works, the absurdist
ritualistic actions in front of the camera, really seemed to have a relationship
with performance art of the 1970s. Is there a relationship there?
EB: I thought the performance artists and video artists made very powerful
statements in their time, so yes I was and have been influenced by them.
Just as much as I’ve been influenced by things like Rugby League and Broke
Straight Boys. When I was studying I was definitely into the works of Carollee
Schneeman and Paul McArthy. I felt a sense of liberation even just being
exposed to their works.
14

ST: I felt uncomfortable when I first saw those Feminist performances of the
70s. Those video artists really affected and made me think about what form
artworks can take.
EB: I think it was the fearlessness that made me attracted to the work. I can
be a shy person at times, so with my first performance works I chose to film
them without an audience. I guess there is a form of protection that you have
when you film performance-for-video works rather than live performances.
ST: Do you think there is a protection and a risk? Because I think using your
body comes with a certain amount of risk. You physically place yourself in an
action, you can’t hide your physical self.
EB: Yes, but there is the protective barrier of the screen. And you’re watching
something that has already taken place in the past, rather than physically
in the present.
ST: Over the last couple of years I’ve realised that in the execution of an
artwork there needs to be a certain amount of risk for me to enjoy it. It’s a
fear and enjoyment at the same time, maybe it’s the legacy started by those
artists in the 70s.
You move through a number of mediums. Performance, objects, video and
a lot of different things. Why the changes? Why aren’t you still just making
photographs?
EB: I sometimes grow tired of mediums, and like to pursue different
methods of production. I started venturing into video after I had an exhibit
at university, in which throughout the show my large photographs kept
falling off the wall. The material itself became a source of frustration. Then I
basically began to make stop motion video to deal with the problem, and
after that more adventurous performance-for-video works. But it didn’t stop
me from making photographs; it just became another part of the process.
Often I will make bodies of work with photographic and video components,
so there are at least two alternative ways to view the content. I think it’s
about having options.
ST: My mediums are really decided by the concept and the possible experience
I can give to the audience to illustrate that idea.
EB: Throughout your practice, have you come across problematic situations
regarding cultural sensitivity and representation?
ST: Maybe things that make me feel uncomfortable at times are the use of
patterns or anything that reappropriates without understanding where the
original language of the object, song or performance is. If I don’t understand
what it means, then I wouldn’t use it. I think that my relationship with Fiji
needs to be clear in the work. I can’t pretend that the relationship is any
15

more or less than it is. Recently I made objects for my show at West Space.
I made some contemporary masi/barkcloth. The materials (newspaper, glue
and paint) and the designs (ink and white paint) that I put on them are
related to me trying to brand myself, explore my relationship to my Fijian
and Anglo-Celtic heritage, all that coupled with living in Australia right now.
ST: I guess that leads me to my question about your connection with your
Papua New Guinean heritage and the artworks that you make. How do
people there respond to your work and how is it valued?
EB: Since the beginning of my practice I’ve been working on developing and
strengthening my relationship with my family and broader community in
Papua New Guinea. The time line of my works shows this progress. My family
and people, from the Yuri clan in Chimbu, have had a huge effect on me
and the way I approach art making nowadays. I wanted to start working
in partnership with some of my relatives, and they too desired to be part
of it. We have made a number of video projects under our collective title
‘YAL TON’ and this year will be beginning a project based around shield
designs from our region. I think it’s the inclusivity and the reciprocal cultural
exchange in my projects that has been most valued and appreciated by the
people back home.

Eric Bridgeman, Yuri people, holds a Bachelor of Photography from the
Queensland College of Art. His multifaceted artwork has been included in
significant exhibitions nationally and internationally. Primarily based in Meanjin
Brisbane, Bridgeman’s practice engages with his rich cultural heritage from
Australia and Papua New Guinea through artistic partnerships with members
of his community. ebridgeman.wordpress.com
Salote Tawale, iTaukei Viti | Fijian people, holds a Bachelor of Arts (Media Art)
and a Master of Fine Art from RMIT University. Based between Narrm Melbourne
and Warrang Sydney whilst completing a second Master of Fine Art (Research) at
Sydney College of the Arts, her work explores Australian social values in relation
to popular culture and national identity through performances of the self. Her
work has been exhibited nationally and internationally. Salote has lectured and
tutored in photomedia and studio practice at Monash and Deakin universities.
salotetawale.com

Image credit
Left: Colonising West Space, performance still, Salote Tawale, 2014.
Right: Yuri Yal Ton, opening performance at Dianne Tanzer Gallery + Projects, 2011.
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Found Images
Kirsten Lyttle
There are tensions inherent in working with found images of Māori. Many
contemporary Māori view historical photographs as taonga1, important aspects
of cultural life, regardless of the original context in which they were created, as
military propaganda, tourist images or to record a so-called dying race. Since
the 1890s photographs have been used as an important part of the tangi2.
Photographs of the deceased, and of other ancestors are displayed, addressed,
lamented over and touched. The rendered image of a tīpuna/ancestor, whether
carved or photographed is considered to be a living presence through which
the wairua3 of the person can be transferred.4 An important consideration
in working with found images is the reality that those portrayed are likely to
have living relatives who must be acknowledged. It is the taonga of these
descendants that must to be handled with the utmost care and respect.5
The ethical implications that surround the appropriation of images, symbols
and designs of Māori taonga, are a primary concern in my arts practice. In
order to navigate through this complex ground, I have used Māori conceptual
frameworks such as Te Whare Pora,6 and Whakapapa7, and Māori patterns
such as kete whakairo, the finest class of Māori basket, that act as signifiers of
cultural pride and skill. The found images I have used in this project show Māori
women weaving. I bought these images as part of a set of tourist photographs
entitled, “Real Photographs For your Snapshot Album: Māori” dated between
1950-59.8 Taken in Rotorua these pre-packaged tourist photographs show a
19

staged, idealised image of Māoridom. These images are complex; Māori have
actively played a role in cultural tourism for over 150 years. The women shown
in these images may have actively contributed to the construction of these
photographs. What I find appealing in these photographs is the irreverence in
the attitude of the sitters; many ignore the camera, or confrontationally, stare
directly at it. Instead of being ‘passive’ they are actively engaged in the process of
weaving. Moreover, while they are not named, they still show their individuality
by modifying their traditional costumes by wearing everyday clothing like
jumpers and cardigans over the top of harakeke/flax skirts. Finally, while the
village life shown in the photographs may be faux, the weaving shown is real
and continues to be highly valued to this day.
My intention is to reclaim these images from an outsider viewpoint; instead of
voyeuristically looking upon Māori culture through the photographic surface,
the photograph itself is now made into a woven Māori object. According to
Māori mythology, all of the knowledge in the world was brought to earth in three
kete/baskets. The Three Kete of Knowledge were kete araonui, the basket of
light, kete tūātea, the basket of darkness, and kete tūāuri, the basket of pursuit.9
The final three resolved photo-weaves reference these baskets of knowledge.

1.

2.
3.
4.

5.

6.
7.

8.

9.

Dudding, J, (2003), “Photographs of Maori as Cultral Artefacts and their Positioning
within the Museum”, Journal of Museum Ethnography, 15, pp .8 – 18, p. 8. Taonga
denotes cultural treasures in reo Māori.
Tangi denotes funeral ceremonies in reo Māori.
Wairua denotes spirituality or everlasting spirit in reo Māori.
Brown, D, (2008), “Ko to ringa ki nga rakau a te ”- Virtual Taonga Maori and Museums,
Visual Resources: An International Journal of Documentation, 24:1, 59 - 75, p. 63,
viewed 11 May 2013, <http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01973760801892266>
In 2001, a Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland auction of rare Māori photographs was
blocked by Māori activists calling for the return of the images of their ancestors.
These photographs were considered taonga. Subsequently, these photographs,
worth NZ $150,000, were returned to the Ngāti Hau iwi/tribe of Whanganui and are
being restored in the Whanganui Regional Museum. I Am the River (2010: TVNZ),
51min, Directors Luigi Cutore, Mark McNeill, Producer Mark McNeill (NITV), viewed 7
October 2013.
Te Whare Pora denotes the wānanga collective learning process within the House of
Weaving or Weaving School in reo Māori.
Biggs, B, (1990), English-Maori: Maori-English Dictionary, Auckland University Press,
Auckland, NZ. p. 149. Whakapapa denotes genealogy, lineage; to lay one on another
in reo Māori.
This date is taken from a record I found of the same set of photographs held in
the National Library in New Zealand Te Puna Mātauranga o Aotearoa, <http://beta.
natlib.govt.nz/records/22329646?search[path]=items&search[text]=National+Public
ity+Studio+Photos%2C+Rotorua>, viewed 7 August 2012.
Te Ara, the Encyclopedia of New Zealand Te Mātāpunenga o Aotearoa, <http://www.
teara.govt.nz/en/ranginui-the-sky/page-2>, viewed on March 3 2013.
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I have had a sense of collaboration in working with these photographs, in the
tradition of Te Whare Pora. Te Whare Pora is not simply a “place” or building but
rather a “state of being” 10, a raised level of consciousness to receive knowledge
achieved through prayers and initiation ceremonies. This state of extreme
concentration performed while weaving is affectionately known as “getting your
weave on” by many contemporary weavers. The very tactile and time-consuming
nature of weaving has meant that I have spent a lot of time with these images.
For example, some of the photo-weaves took over 10 days to construct. This
sense of repetition, continuation and customary cultural practice evident in the
production of these woven photographs, repeating the actions and techniques
of the women depicted, connects me to the women in these images.
This connectedness between generations is akin to the Māori concept of
Whakapapa. More than simply a family tree, Whakapapa is a line of descent
from tīpuna/ancestors, and atua/gods and deities, down to the present day;
linking people and all things back to the origins of creation. From a Māori
perspective, it is this unbroken line which gives mana/importance and value. As
Rāwiri Taonui explains:
“Whakapapa is a taxonomic framework that links all animate
and inanimate, known and unknown phenomena in the
terrestrial and spiritual worlds. Whakapapa therefore binds all
things. It maps relationships so that mythology, legend, history,
knowledge, tīkanga (custom), philosophies and spiritualties
are organised, preserved and transmitted from one generation
to the next. Whakapapa is the core of traditional mātauranga
Māori (Māori knowledge).” 11
My very tactile process of physically handling images of Māori women from
previous generations reflects my own attempt of creating a bridge of knowledge
and connection from one generation of Māori weaver to another. As I was born
in 1972, these images are of similar age and type as my family’s photo albums.
My mother is not dissimilar in age to some of the younger women shown in
these photographs. In essence, even though the women in these photographs
are unknown to me, there is still a sense of the familiar; they signify the first
link backwards in a long line of connected tissue of whakapapa. For me, to
work with contemporary representations in photographs or postcards of Māori
women would not reflect this connected line as coherently. My intention in
making these hand woven photographic prints was to examine the complexities
that surround the use of Māori images and make photography-based artwork
that respectfully acknowledges Māori ancestors, knowledge and concepts.
I attempted to reclaim found images of Māori from the tourist industry by
reworking them through Māori conceptual frameworks and cultural practices.
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Kirsten Lyttle, Tainui people, is an artist, educator, and PhD candidate in Fine Art
at Deakin University. Her practice explores issues of postcolonialism, identity,
consumerism and the expression of Māori customary art (weaving in particular)
through digital technologies such as photography, scanning, printing and
cyber-space(s). kirstenlyttle.com

10.

11.

Howells, P and Williams, M, 2013: “Mahi Tahi: Te Whare Pora and the Space of
Collaboration”, Erena Baker, Sarah Hudson, Bridget Rewet, Terri Te Tau, P 2013, Te
Whare Pora, exhibition catalogue, 17 January-9 February 2013, Enjoy Public Art
Gallery, Te Whanganui a Tara Wellington, N.Z., pp 1 – 8, p. 2, viewed 28 May 2013,
<http://www.enjoy.org.nz/files/Mahi%20Tahi%20-%20Te%20Whare%20Pora%20
and%20the%20Space%20of%20Collaboration.pdf>
Te Ara - the Encyclopedia of New Zealand Te Mātāpunenga o Aotearoa, <http://www.
TeAra.govt.nz/en/whakapapa-genealogy/page-1> viewed 3 March 2013.

Image credit
Kirsten Lyttle, Koeaea Weave/Aramoana (White bait/Ocean pathways), 2012, Hand woven
inkjet print, 74 x 95.5 cm (incl. frame), Edition 1/1.
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